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What does it mean to belong in a new place? Drawing on twelve months of participant 
observation and twenty-two interviews with six Syrian refugee families resettled in the 
southeastern United States, I find that Syrians identify ‘secure belonging’ as a central dimension 
of their experiences of belonging. Secure belonging is a sense of ‘home,’ safety and protection 
that persons displaced from their homelands experience at the individual and familial level. 
Building on previous analytical frameworks of belonging (Fenster 2005; Yuval-Davis 2006; 
Antonsich 2010), I identify and situate secure belonging as a core dimension that supports and 
interacts with other dimensions of belonging. Syrian refugees provide evidence that secure 
belonging can occur relatively quickly in a new place. Furthermore, a sense of secure belonging 
is central for shaping and supporting individuals’ development of emotional, social and civic 
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Intima’ (Belonging).  Let me give you an example. It’s like if a mother is pregnant and 
carries the baby and another mother takes the child and fondles it…Syria is the country 
that fondled me...I felt that I belonged and I was a citizen in my country, in the country in 
which I lived. Everything was good, my family was around me. And in general, it was a 
wonderful life for us. I felt b-el-intima’ (belonging), it was my country, Syria. When I 
went to a different Arab country (Jordan), as a refugee, this [feeling] was very far away. 
It was impossible to feel like this…There we were refugees, the third level [of society]. It 
was not possible to feel belonging…But I like life here [in the United States]. Because 
when someone loves life, they try to acclimate to it and give back to the place that they 
are in. If I had to leave America, if I had to go to a place that wasn’t America, I would not 
have a life like here. I couldn’t move to any other place like here. Even if I returned to 
my country, I could not be mbsoota (happy) like I am happy here. There is a lot of talk 
here that life is very difficult, that nothing is easy. But I feel like a person.  
-Aliyah, 28-year-old mother of three from Homs, Syria 
 
Where do I feel belonging the most? When I am talking with someone. Or when I see 
someone and they try to talk with me. I see what their responses are to me. For example, 
you. I mean, I feel mbsoota (happy) that I live here then. And that I belong here. If I see 
someone, an American or how they interact with me, how they answer me, how they try 
even if they don’t speak Arabic…They try to communicate something with me that I 
want to know. Then I feel like I belong. I am mirtaha (relaxed) with them, I talk with 
them. I try to tell them what happened to me. That is the time I feel like, ‘Okay, I am a 
person from this community.’ I try to acclimate with the people, with the world. I mean, 
this is when I feel that I belong here the most. 
     -Leila, 33-year-old mother of five from Aleppo, Syria 
 
There is no war. There is no plane that is bombing us. Al-hamdulillah (Thanks be to 
God). That is the best thing.  
-Berfin, 33-year-old mother of three from Afrin, Syria 
 
 
As these interview narratives from three Syrian mothers resettled in the mid-size 
southeastern U.S. city of Eggleston1 show, Syrian refugees discuss their membership and 
                                                 
1 Eggleston and the names and personal details of all individuals, organizations, and localities are described with 
pseudonyms for the protection of the research participants. Participants were invited to adopt their own pseudonyms, 
and children and adolescents often selected their own pseudonym for this purpose. 
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belonging in their new community in a variety of ways and through different dimensions of 
civic, social, emotional, and ‘secure belonging.’ Belonging has increasingly become a central 
concept in sociology, psychology, political science and geography in the 2000s (Antonsich 2010; 
Lähdesmäki et al. 2016). In these disciplines and in immigrant incorporation literature, 
particularly, scholars discuss and debate belonging as an ascribed or attained outcome in terms of 
citizenship and a politics of belonging (Geddes and Favell 1999; Bloemraad 2006; Yuval-Davis 
2006; Reed-Danahay 2008; Antonsich 2010; Leitner 2012), social locations and interactions 
(Gans 1979; Alba 1990; Waters 1990; Baumeister and Leary 1995; Rumbaut 2005; Masuoka and 
Junn 2013; Hou, Schellenberg, and Berry 2018), identity (Gordon 1964; Fortier 2000; Guibernau 
2013; Schachter 2016; FitzGerald and Arar 2018; Hou et al. 2018), language (Berry and Sabatier 
2011; FitzGerald and Arar 2018) and emotional attachments (Probyn 1996; Ignatieff and 
Gutmann 2003; Antonsich 2010; Wood, Mcgrath, and Young 2012; Brun and Fabos 2015; 
Huizinga and Van Hoven 2018). While belonging is a central concept in sociology and 
immigrant incorporation literature, it is often understood as self-explanatory and is therefore left 
undefined (Antonsich 2010; Lähdesmäki et al. 2016). In this research, drawing on twelve months 
of participant observation and twenty-two interviews with six Syrian families resettled in 
Eggleston between February 2016 and January 2017, Syrians associate a variety of meanings, 
situations and feelings to the term belonging and offer insight for answering the question: What 
does it mean to belong?  In addition to contributing to scholarship on defining belonging, this 
research examines two related questions:  
1) What are the dimensions of belonging in a new place? Which dimension is most 
important during the initial period of settlement for forced migrants? 
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2) Do linguistic and cultural communities have a shared understanding of belonging as 
multidimensional?  
Previous literature outlines various analytical frameworks of belonging. Marco Antonsich 
(2010) argues that belonging is a two-dimensional framework of spatial personal belonging and 
socio-spatial inclusion/exclusion as a politics of belonging. Nira Yuval-Davis (2006) overviews a 
three-dimensional analytical framework for studying belonging at the levels of social locations, 
identification and emotional attachments, and ethical and political values. Others identify macro 
and micro structures of belonging (Fenster 2005). In this research, I find that Berfin and other 
resettled Syrian refugees discuss feelings of protection, security, safety (aman), happiness 
(mbsoot) and comfort (raha) as central to their experiences and understandings of belonging. To 
capture this expression of belonging that occurs at the psychological and subjective level, I 
identify and situate ‘secure belonging’ as a core dimension of belonging for forced migrants. 
Secure belonging is a sense of ‘home,’ safety and protection that forced migrants experience at 
the individual and familial level. It interacts with and supports emotional, social and civic 
belonging. When I explicitly ask Syrians about the concept of belonging (intima’ in Arabic)2 
they also describe belonging in terms of feelings of joy (farah), relaxation (irtaha), and feeling 
natural and at ease (tabi’a).When I ask respondents to provide examples of intima’, they discuss 
safety, social interactions and not feeling different from other immigrants or U.S. citizens. In 
defining the term intima’, they additionally draw on understandings of belonging as national 
                                                 
2 The Arabic term intima’ used here and confirmed by many family members is a form eight verb from the root of 
nama (to grow, increase, progress or be ascribed). The form eight verb intima’ obtains a reflexive meaning of 
tracing one’s origin, being descended, being related, being affiliated, belonging or being a member. Similar to the 
English term ‘belong’, it is used with the preposition ‘to’ (ila). Other Arabic words with a meaning of belonging that 
are prevalent in scholarship but are less prevalent in everyday speech (and therefore not the focus of this study) 
include asabiyya (group feeling) (Hughes 2016), muta‘alliq (connected) and umma (a religious, racial or national-
ethnic community) (Aydin 2013; Hughes 2016; Saeed 2016).  
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membership or ownership. In these responses, Syrians discuss belonging as a multidimensional 
process that is intersectional, relative, situational, spatial and temporal, with secure belonging as 
the initial way that they experience belonging in the United States. For forced migrants settling 
in a new place, I therefore argue that secure belonging is at the core of the process of belonging 
and of experiencing three other analytical levels of belonging that have previously been 
addressed in the literature – emotional, social and civic belonging.  
The theoretical framework I provide in this thesis offers an explanation for Syrians’ 
relatively rapid adoption of belonging in the United States. Ten Syrians express a shift from 
being afraid to one of secure belonging in the United States within the first two months of 
settlement. For the eight Syrians who identify feeling that they belong three months to two years 
following their arrival, emotional attachments, social interactions and the arrival of their Green 
Cards are central in the change from feeling foreign (gurba), strange, nervous (tawattur) and 
different (muktalif) to acclimating (ta’aqlama), getting used to life here (ta’awwud), and feeling 
they are a part (juz min’) of the community. Syrians discuss belonging as a choice (Guibernau 
2013) that can be adopted. Michael Savage, Gaynor Bagnall, and Brian Longhurst (2005) define 
this as an ‘elective belonging’ that emerges when residence choice fits with an individual’s life 
story. For forced migrants and resettled refugees, however, a new residence is not always a 
choice as much as a necessity.  
In the current age of ‘crisis’ migration (Martin, Weerasinghe, and Taylor 2014), the 
number of people fleeing civil violence, climate change and other crises is on the rise. With strict 
national and international migration controls restricting global movement, more individuals are 
internally displaced or live in protracted uncertainty. The existing frameworks for studying 
belonging (Fenster 2005; Yuval-Davis 2006; Antonsich 2010) and immigration do not capture 
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the centrality of safety and protection in forced migrants’ sense of belonging in situations of 
protracted displacement and resettlement. Through drawing on the experiences of belonging 
among Syrian families resettled in the United States, this paper contributes to belonging and 
immigrant incorporation literature through: 1) the introduction of the concept of secure 
belonging, and 2) the development of the theory of belonging as a multidimensional 
intersectional process to which secure belonging is central. This conceptual and theoretical 
framework acknowledges the diversity of cultural and linguistic meanings of belonging, 







CONCEPTUAL ROOTS AND DIMENSIONS OF BELONGING 
 
Scholars trace the roots of belonging to Karl Marx's (1844) notion of alienation, 
Ferdinand Tönnies' (1887) understanding of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft and Emile 
Durkheim's (1893) idea of mechanical and organic solidarity. In more recent scholarship, 
Maslow (1943, 1968) includes ‘belongingness’, love and affection as a central psychological 
level in his hierarchy of needs. These theories focus on belonging as an interpersonal and social 
interaction, “a fundamental human motivation” (Baumeister and Leary 1995), “the quintessential 
mode of being human” (Miller 2003:218), or “a sense of ease with oneself and one’s 
surroundings” (May 2011:368). As such, belonging is a “multifaceted, nuanced and relational” 
(Huizinga and Van Hoven 2018: 309) process that is situational and spatial. 
Georg Simmel (1950, 1971) and Norbert Elias' (1987) understanding of self and society 
as mutually constitutive and Pierre Bourdieu's (1979) concept of a ‘natural’ feeling within one’s 
habitus point to an individual dimension of belonging as well. Tensions can exist between this 
establishment of a unique self and societal belonging (May 2011), as well as between identity, 
social belonging and civic belonging, depending on “what kind of membership we have in mind” 
(Thomas 2012:48). The English term ‘belonging’ has shifted over time from signifying a 
person’s possession or ownership of an object or place to signifying an individual’s membership 
‘to’ or ‘in’ a place or organization. John Crowley (1999) questions how this change in English 
terminology relates to boundaries of belonging for migrants: “How, why, and to what extent are 
certain things (territory, culture symbols, institutions…) defined as belonging to a group of 
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people to which immigrants or minorities, or certain subsections of them, are regarded as not 
belonging?” (25).  
For many migrants, boundaries of membership and belonging have traditionally been 
connected to the social, legal and political rights that accompany citizenship (Marshall and 
Bottomore 1992). However, as certain rights such as healthcare and education become detached 
from national citizenship or allocated at the local and state level, the level at which civic 
belonging plays out is blurred and shifting. As substantive (Brubaker 1992) or cultural (Reed-
Danahay and Brettell 2008) citizenship becomes more prevalent, levels of membership devolve 
and boundaries of membership are redefined. Accompanying this change, civic belonging 
becomes more closely linked to social and emotional belonging at the local and state level. For 
migrants entering a community as displaced persons, asylum seekers, or refugees, feeling secure 
in a new place of residence is central to establishing emotional connections there, fostering social 
relationships and engaging in civic and political structures. 
Building on Yuval-Davis’ (2006) three-dimensional and Antonsich’s (2010) two-
dimensional analytical frameworks for belonging, existing migration and immigrant 
incorporation literature on belonging can be organized as related to civic belonging, social 
belonging and emotional belonging. Based on Syrians’ emphasis on the importance of feeling 
secure and safe to feeling that one belongs, I introduce an additional fourth dimension of ‘secure 
belonging’. This dimension of belonging is at the core of belonging for displaced persons and 
forced migrants who emphasize the need to feel protected as central to the development of 






Due to its connection with membership, belonging is related to political and ethical 
values and to citizenship as a qualification of legitimate membership and access to rights and 
benefits (Yuval-Davis 2006). At this analytical level, belonging includes “possibilities of 
becoming a citizen in the formal legal sense, possibilities of belonging in a more vernacular 
sense (‘cultural citizenship’), or possibilities of transnational belonging in which the immigrant 
has two ‘homes’ (the new host country and the country left behind)” (Reed-Danahay and Brettell 
2008:20). National citizenship and the politics of belonging have long demarcated a hierarchy of 
‘who is in and who is out’ (Gans 1979; Alba 1990; Waters 1990; Rumbaut 2005; Schachter 
2016; FitzGerald and Arar 2018) based on cultural, linguistic, racial, geographic, economic and 
legal characteristics (Geddes and Favell 1999:11; Antonsich 2010; Leitner 2012:830). Previous 
research finds that insecure legal status is negatively correlated with sense of place and 
belonging (Fenster and Vizel 2006; Nelson and Hiemstra 2008; Yuval-Davis and Kaptani 2008). 
The politics of belonging involves at least two groups in shaping boundaries of belonging 
at the formal institutional and symbolic levels. In this process, the “majority groups react to new 
groups, and…these newcomers organize and defend their interests” (Geddes and Favell 
1999:11). In determining boundaries of belonging, citizenship is an important legal marker that 
also functions “as a system of rights, as a form of political activity, or as a form of identity and 
solidarity” (Bosniak 2000:452). Citizenship “provides a sense of belonging” (Bloemraad 2006:1) 
and legitimates political and civic participation (Hammar 1990; Brettell 2006) in political, social 
and cultural struggles over topics, such as education, housing, welfare benefits or cultural and 
religious rights (Geddes and Favell 1999:11). Research on immigrants’ civic belonging has 
therefore focused on immigrants’ participation in the public sphere, either through formal 
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political participation, ethnic associations, U.S. civic institutions such as public schools, or 
through protest on college campuses or in urban areas (Bloemraad 2006; Reed-Danahay 2008). 
The politics of belonging is therefore central in discussions of the complexities of national 
“struggles between majority populations and their immigrant or minority groups, over political 
rights or social and welfare entitlements in each country” at the national, state and community 
level (Geddes and Favell 1999:210).  
For refugees, the ‘structure of refuge’ (Rumbaut 1989), which refers to the state policies, 
refugee programs and welfare support available to refugees, creates a ‘formal structure of 
belonging’ (Fenster 2005) that provides opportunities for national membership and encourages 
participation in a politics of belonging. However, this structure is not sufficient for explaining 
refugees’ decisions and social and emotional connections that motivate participation in such 
political, social and cultural struggles. Participation in a politics of belonging is instead 
supported and motivated by social, emotional and secure belonging. 
Social Belonging 
 
At the social level, belonging is experienced through interactions and relative comparison 
of social locations. A politics of belonging shapes how boundaries of social space and social 
differentiation (Crowley 1999) and of inclusion and exclusion between ‘us’ and ‘them’ are 
drawn in the community and in social interactions (Schachter 2016; Ehrkamp and Nagel 2017; 
Waldinger 2018). Ariela Schachter (2016) labels this development of social similarity between 
the established and immigrant-origin populations as symbolic belonging. 
Symbols such as language, language ability, race and religion are central markers that 
delineate boundaries of who belongs and how. Language and language ability often shape 
boundaries of exclusion through the availability of information and the ability to communicate 
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and establish a reciprocal commitment across groups (Guibernau 2013) or the choice to gather in 
the same space (Ignatieff 1993; Buonfino and Thomson 2007; FitzGerald and Arar 2018). Milton 
Gordon (1964) theorizes that linguistic and identificational assimilation are contingent upon the 
absence of prejudice and discrimination and Rubén Rumbaut (2005) empirically measures 
language and identity as ‘sites of belonging’ among second generation youth. Even for migrants 
who learn to speak a new language, however, belonging is a deep-rooted feature of one’s identity 
that cannot be simply (re)learned (Berry and Sabatier 2011). Feng Hou et al. (2018) question the 
extent to which multiculturalism is possible through measuring the sense of belonging among 
immigrants in Canada as operationalized through cultural retention and interactional contact. 
However, belonging remains difficult to capture in surveys given its situational nature and 
variation across interactions and contexts (Schneider et al. 2012). Therefore, while some scholars 
identify belonging as an outcome by measuring language ability, identity and assimilation, 
Vanessa May (2011) problematizes belonging as an outcome since it suggests that belonging is 
superior to not belonging. This tension, she argues, can instead be understood as productive.  
Race and religion are also central symbolic markers of inclusion and exclusion in social 
interactions. Since belonging and membership are relative, migrants redefine their identity and 
positionality in the racial, ethnic and socioeconomic context of a new place. Immigrants may be 
faced with new threats, prejudices and discrimination that shape their reactive or symbolic 
ethnicity (Gans 1979; Alba 1990; Waters 1990; Rumbaut 2005) as their position changes in a 
new racial hierarchy (Masuoka and Junn 2013). Common cultural and religious traditions can be 
a marker of inclusion (Ameli and Merali 2004), while different religious practices and symbolic 
religious markers, such as the hijab worn by some Muslim women, can become a racialized 
marker of exclusion (Love 2017). 
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Although Middle Eastern refugees may be ‘outside’ of the imagined community 
(Anderson 1983) of the United States in the twenty-first century (just as undocumented 
Mexicans have historically been), these refugees interact with resettlement staff and volunteers, 
other refugees, immigrant and native-born neighbors, and religious and local communities that 
offer them a wide range of social interactions. For refugees settling in a new community, this 
diversity of social interactions may result in a tension between belonging in the United States 
and maintaining their cultural and religious traditions and connections to a religious or co-ethnic 
community. Despite the tensions they experience in different situational contexts, refugees’ 
overall sense of belonging builds on their sense of emotional attachments and sense of security. 
Emotional Belonging 
Emotional belonging highlights the personal aspects of identifying with and having 
emotional attachments to places, people or “modes of being” (Probyn 1996:19; Fortier 2000; 
May 2011; Guibernau 2013). Emotional belonging and social belonging are closely linked, and 
both can be understood in terms of sameness and difference. In examining Italian migrants to the 
British Isles, Anne-Marie Fortier (2000) uses the phrase ‘migrant belongings’ to capture the 
“productive tension that results from the articulation of movement and attachment, suture and 
departure, outside and inside, in identity formation” (2). Fortier finds that these tensions in 
institutional and community identity vary over time to produce both sameness and difference for 
this migrant community. At the individual level, perceptions of one’s self and one’s identity lead 
to individual and group-level comparisons with other people and places in terms of commonality 
and what differentiates one from others (Weeks 1990:88; Yuval-Davis 2006:202).  
Refugees and forced migrants establish an identity and emotional attachment to place that 
counters the protracted uncertainty of their displacement. Emotional belonging is established 
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through mundane practices of homemaking (Brun and Fabos 2015:7) or “shared memories, 
stories and food from their home country” (Huizinga and Van Hoven 2018:309). In new places, 
refugees reestablish religious and cultural traditions, practices, and communities, and 
intentionally shape their emotions “in terms of a sense of belonging and attachment to place” 
(Wood et al. 2012:23). In this way, refugees experience belonging as a sense of emotional 
attachment to place. 
Secure Belonging 
 
‘Feeling safe’ is closely linked to emotional belonging of ‘being at home’ (Ignatieff and 
Gutmann 2003). However, feelings of safety are often considered distinct from belonging. For 
example, Maslow (1943) differentiates physiological needs such as food and safety and security 
from belongingness and affection. Ignatieff (1993), however, acknowledges the centrality of 
safety to belonging in a context of inter-ethnic violence: “…where you belong is where you are 
safe; and where you are safe is where you belong” (25). I argue that the reality of safety as 
belonging is salient for displaced persons even after they flee violence, conflict and persecution 
and begin to settle into a new life in a new place.  
This additional dimension of secure belonging absent from existing frameworks captures 
the centrality of security, safety and protection for forced migrants in a new place. Forced 
migrants experience secure belonging at the individual and familial level and relative to their 
flight from violence, their previous residence, and the fears and anxieties of those around them. 
Secure belonging is a situational feeling that is distinct from – but at the core of – the dimensions 
of emotional, social and civic belonging. For example, although an emotional attachment to 
home is central for emotional belonging, home and school are places where Syrian adults and 
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children primarily discuss secure belonging as feeling safe. It is not the emotional attachment to 
the home that matters initially, but the safety that the home provides.  
I visualize the centrality of secure belonging to the other dimensions of belonging in 
Figure 1.  As I address above, emotional belonging interacts closely with both secure and social 
belonging and I capture this visually through situating emotional belonging as surrounding 
secure belonging and supporting social belonging. Civic belonging is the most macro-level 
dimension of belonging and is therefore placed outermost in this figure. I do not suggest that 
these dimensions are static, hierarchical or linear. Instead, with secure belonging as the central 
dimension of belonging, I argue that feelings of security and safety strengthen the other 
dimensions of belonging in an interactional and interwoven way. Therefore, in the absence of 
safety and secure belonging, the other dimensions of belonging would be more likely to weaken 
or collapse. 


























METHODOLOGY, CASE SELECTION, PARTICIPANTS AND ANALYSIS 
 
I adopt a ‘whole-family’ methodology (Hess and Handel 1959), to examine the meaning 
of belonging among Syrian refugee families in Eggleston. In their analysis of family dynamics, 
Robert Hess and Gerald Handel (1959) emphasize the benefits of a ‘whole-family’ case approach 
for re-examining contemporary theories, formulating new hypotheses, and translating 
abstractions into concrete aspects of individuals’ lives. In aiming to understand the subjective 
experience of belonging and resettlement among refugees, a ‘whole-family’ methodology is 
particularly beneficial for understanding how the abstract concept of belonging shapes concrete 
aspects of everyday life. In a phenomenological study of belonging, for example, Julia Bennett 
(2014) conducts biographical interviews and written and photo diaries in multi-generational 
family groups to uncover intangible aspects of everyday life. In studies of immigrant 
incorporation and refugee resettlement, families are also increasingly the central unit of analysis. 
Studies of immigrant families’ incorporation highlight the significance of gender (González de la 
Rocha 1994; Hagan 1998; Menjívar, Abrego, and Schmalzbauer 2016), generation – both family 
and immigrant generation – (Portes 1995; Alba 2005; Rumbaut 2005; Feliciano and Lanuza 
2017), life stage (Gonzalez 2016), and legal status  (Dreby 2010, 2015; Abrego 2014; Menjívar 
et al. 2016; Zayas et al. 2017). The ‘structure of refuge’ (Rumbaut 1989) available to Syrian 
refugee families arriving in the United States as part of the refugee resettlement program also 
shapes their familial process of belonging and integration. 
My analysis is based on participant observation and interviews with twenty-two members 
of six Syrian families from December 2017 to December 2018. This longitudinal data collection 
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involved four stages. Prior to beginning this research, I observed a mental health support group 
for Syrian women in Eggleston from February to May 2017 as part of a qualitative methodology 
graduate course. Having built rapport with the support group attendees, I reinitiated contact with 
three women – Leila, Sara, and Hinan – in December 2017 and January 2018 and informed them 
about my research. From December 2017 to December 2018, I conducted over 160 hours of 
participant observation with these three women and their families. During participant 
observation, participants often directed our activities, which included cooking together, visiting 
neighbors, assisting children with homework, making phone calls, sorting through mail, teaching 
women to drive, and visiting the pharmacy, social services office, or doctor’s offices. In the 
spring of 2018, I conducted three preliminary interviews with Leila, Sara and Hinan to inform 
the main interview questionnaire. Emotion and belonging inductively became the focus of this 
present study as emerging topics central to both these women’s everyday reflections and the 
immigrant incorporation literature. Finally, between September and December 2018, I conducted 
interviews with consenting members aged seven and older in each of these three families. 
Through snowball sampling, I also interviewed consenting members aged seven and older in 
three additional families. 
All six families were resettled in the mid-size city of Eggleston. Eggleston is located in a 
southeastern state that is a new immigrant corridor. The state has received between two and five 
percent of all refugees resettled in the United States during each fiscal year since 2002. This 
history and current context of immigration at the state level informs the context of reception for 
refugees resettling in Eggleston. At the city level, few refugees were resettled in the city of 
Eggleston prior to 2010. Since then, however, more than ten percent of all refugees resettled in 
this southeastern state have been resettled in the city of Eggleston each fiscal year. The city of 
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Eggleston is home to a large hospital and university and refugees benefit from unique programs 
offered by Eggleston University and interactions with university students, many of whom 
volunteer with local refugee resettlement organizations and in the public schools. Along with 
churches and mosques, these local organizations and educational institutions are central in 
shaping Eggleston’s context of reception. Although Eggleston has a sizeable Arab and Arab 
American community, most Arabs living in the city are from Lebanon, Palestine or Iraq and are 
educated professionals. In contrast, the less than two hundred Syrian refugees who have been 
resettled in Eggleston since 2014 are resettled in Provincial Apartments and Eggleston 
Apartments, which are among the least expensive rental options in the city. A mixture of 
refugees, non-refugee immigrants, young professionals and university students live in each 
complex, shaping the social interactions in each geographic space. 
The six Syrian families in this study all include a heterosexual married couple with three 
to five children who arrived in the United States between February 2016 and January 2017. All 
members of the families identify as Muslim. In total I conducted twenty-two interviews with 
members of these six families. The profile of these families is provided in Table 1. In this paper, 
I draw primarily on participant observation and interviews from the four families in which all 
members aged seven and older consented to interviews. These include the families of Leila and 
Wael, Aliyah and Malik, Sara and Hussein, and Berfin and Welat.  
Thirty-three-year-old Leila and forty-year-old Wael fled Aleppo, Syria to Ankara, 
Turkey, where they lived prior to being resettled in Eggleston Apartments at the beginning of 
2017. Wael, who owned a barbershop in Syria, found initial work as a dishwasher in a workplace 
cafeteria in Eggleston where he continues to work. He has also taken on extra hours cleaning the 
workplace’s offices in the evening. Leila worked cleaning houses for a few months during the 
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Table 1 - Socio-demographic Profile of Family Members and Language of Interview  
 
 First Name Gender Age Current grade in 
school or highest 
education completed 





































Leila Female 33 Completed Elementary (Cleaning Part-time) Arabic 
Wael Male 40 Completed 7th grade Food Services Full-time;  
Cleaning Part-time 
Arabic 
Hala Female 16 10th - English 
Yasemin Female 14 8th - English 
Murad Male 11 5th - English 
Jonathan Male 9 3rd - English 

































Hinan Female 35 Illiterate, No Formal 
Schooling 
- Arabic 
Mohammed Male 40 Completed Elementary Turkish Restaurant Full-time - 
Yusuf Male 18 11th Retail Part-time - 
Youssri Male 17 11th Turkish Restaurant Part-time - 
Omar Male 14 8th - - 
Maram Female 11 5th - English 

































Sara Female 27 Graduated High 
School 
Retail Part-time Arabic 
Hussein Male 37 Graduated High 
School 
Middle Eastern Restaurant Full-
time; Rideshare Service Part-
time 
English 
Ahmed Male 12 6th - English 
Lulu Female 9 3rd - English 


















) Aula Female 34 Completed 7
th Grade (Cleaning Part-time) Arabic 
Isa Male unknown unknown Rideshare Service Full-time - 
Fadi Male 15 9th - - 
Khaled Male 13 7th - Arabic 



















Aliyah Female 28 Graduated High 
School 
(Cleaning Part-time) Arabic 
Malik Male 43 Completed 7th Grade Rideshare Service Full-time Arabic 
Noah Male 10 5th - English 
Jacob Male 9 3rd - Arabic/ 
English 
Abdullah Male 9 months - - - 
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Berfin Female 33 Illiterate, No Formal 
Schooling 
Fast Food Restaurant Part-time Arabic 
Welat Male 27 Completed 6th Grade Rideshare Service Part-time  English/ 
Arabic 
Sozanne Female 6 Kindergarten - - 
Adar Female 3 - - - 
Hedar Female 8 months - - - 
 
summer of 2017, but is now focusing on attending English class, shuttling five-year-old Ariel to 
preschool each day, and caring for her two sons Jonathan and Murad and her older two daughters 
Hala and Yasemin.  
Twenty-eight-year-old Aliyah and forty-three-year-old Malik also live in Eggleston 
Apartments and they are friends with Leila and Wael. Malik, who owned a used furniture store in 
Homs, has worked in a wide array of jobs since resettlement and is currently driving for a 
rideshare service. In 2011, Aliyah and Malik fled Homs, Syria to Amman, Jordan, where they 
faced years of discrimination and persecution. They were resettled to Eggleston with their two 
elementary school age sons, Noah and Jacob, at the end of 2016. Aliyah, who compares intima’ 
to motherhood in the opening quote in this paper, was thrilled to give birth to her third son, 
Abdullah, in 2018. She shares that after fleeing Syria, she had not expected to be able to have 
another child. 
Twenty-seven-year-old Sara and thirty-seven-year-old Hussein live in Provincial 
Apartments with their three children: twelve-year-old Ahmed, nine-year-old Lulu and six-year-
old Zaid. Sara and Hussein fled the Syrian capital Damascus to Aqaba, Jordan and lived there 
until they arrived in the United States for resettlement in the summer of 2016.  Sara is a high 
school graduate who aspires to study journalism. She has completed English classes at Eggleston 
Community College and is now working part-time in retail. Her husband Hussein currently 
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works in a Middle Eastern restaurant and drives for a rideshare service in the evenings. He 
aspires to open his own Middle Eastern restaurant in Eggleston in the future. 
 Sara is good friends with her Kurdish neighbor, thirty-three-year-old Berfin. Berfin and 
her husband, twenty-seven-year-old Welat, fled the northern Syrian city of Afrin to Istanbul, 
Turkey with their daughter Sozanne, who is now six. Their second daughter, Adar, was born in 
Turkey and is now three. Their third daughter, Hedar, was born in Eggleston in 2018. Welat, 
who has had a disability since childhood that limits his ability to walk, has had multiple surgeries 
since they arrived in the United States at the beginning of 2016. Severe pain limits his ability to 
work, and Berfin has recently begun working with other Syrian women at a nearby fast food 
restaurant to help cover the family’s expenses. 
In thirty-five-year-old Hinan’s family and thirty-four-year-old Aula’s family, both 
mothers, one daughter and one son consented to interviews. While Hinan and her family fled 
Aleppo to Istanbul, Turkey, Aula fled the southern Syrian city of Dara’aa to Amman, Jordan. 
Both Hinan and Aula arrived in the United States with their families in the fall of 2016. Hinan’s 
family of seven was resettled in Provincial Apartments while Aula’s family of five was resettled 
in Eggleston Apartments.  
Of the twenty-two family members interviewed, half were women and girls and half were 
men and boys. The ten adult participants range in age from twenty-seven to forty-three and have 
educational backgrounds ranging from illiteracy to high school completion. The twelve children 
interviewed range in age from eight to sixteen and are all enrolled in school full-time.  
Interviews included semi-structured open-ended questions (see Appendix 1), were 
conducted by the author in each individual’s choice of language (Arabic, English, or a 
combination thereof), were audio recorded and transcribed. Interviews ranged in length from 
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twenty minutes to one hour and twenty minutes and the average interview length was thirty-
seven minutes. I acknowledge that my own positionality as a white, female U.S. citizen 
researcher informs the relationship with participants and the interview process. Syrian families 
were often pleased to learn that I speak Arabic and Turkish, and this linguistic and cultural 
familiarity seemed to ease any initial tensions in our conversations. The months of participant 
observation prior to conducting interviews were essential for building trust and rapport with 
family and community members. 
I analyzed data from a grounded, semi-inductive approach  (Bulmer 1979; Glaser 1992; 
Charmaz 2014; Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 2014), in which I identified and explored 
emerging patterns among Syrian refugee families through participant observation and 
preliminary interviews. I transcribed the three preliminary interviews, read the interview 
transcriptions and fieldnotes line by line and developed a list of themes identified in each 
document. I identified patterns in emerging themes of belonging, citizenship, familial 
interactions, discrimination, and hopes and inspirations. I then rewrote my interview guide to 
incorporate questions about the emerging theme of belonging and conducted the main twenty-
two interviews. I transcribed these interviews and read the interview transcriptions and fieldnotes 
to identify existing and new themes. I collated these themes in a codebook. I then re-read all 
documents to finalize the codebook and code the documents in the qualitative analysis program 
Dedoose. Throughout this process, I triangulated between data collected in interviews and 
observations, existing literature on immigrant families and belonging, and newspaper articles and 







FINDINGS: MULTIDIMENSIONAL BELONGING 
 
 During both participant observation and interviews, Syrian participants discuss belonging 
as a multidimensional process that occurs at the dimensions of secure, emotional, social, and 
civic belonging. In this section, I provide evidence that captures each dimension of belonging 
while also illustrating how different dimensions of belonging interact. Syrians also emphasize 
the temporal and situational characteristics of belonging, so I provide evidence of how the 
process of belonging develops for different individuals over time and also share Aliyah’s insights 
regarding the spatial process of belonging in different places. Finally, drawing on the responses 
of four Syrians, I illustrate how the analytical model of belonging that I introduce in this paper is 
helpful for explaining these individuals’ feelings of not belonging in the United States. 
Collectively, these findings support this paper’s main argument that this four-dimensional 
framework is useful for understanding the multidimensional process of refugee belonging. 
Secure Belonging 
 
 Twenty-eight-year-old Aliyah, her husband forty-three-year-old Malik, and their sons 
ten-year-old Noah and nine-year-old Jonathan spent five years in Jordan before being resettled in 
Eggleston Apartments. In separate interviews, all four family members recount the hardship and 
persecution that they experienced in Jordan. Malik recounts not receiving wages for the work 
that he completed in Jordan. Despite their shared language and shared religion with the Jordanian 
majority, Aliyah, who describes intima’ as a mother in the opening quote in this paper, explains 
succinctly: “we didn’t feel like we belonged.” Noah recalls having boys throw rocks at him on 
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his way to school and describes the time in Jordan as “my worst years…I didn’t like it at all. 
When I came here, I feel [sic] really comfortable here.” 
 This family’s protracted persecution in Jordan after fleeing the war in Syria makes their 
safety, protection and security in the United States central to their understanding of belonging 
here. Having fled a war and years of living with uncertainty and unguaranteed rights in Jordan 
and Turkey, members of all six families express a shift from feeling afraid to feeling safe after 
they arrived in the United States. The individuals in this study discuss two types of safety. First, 
they express feeling safe in the United States relative to their previous flight from violence, as 
the opening quote from Berfin, emphasizing her thankfulness for the absence of aerial bombings 
in the United States, illustrates. After experiencing years of persecution and discrimination in 
Jordan, Aliyah emphasizes that “it is important that there is no risk, there is no danger [here].” 
She acknowledges that experiencing racism or feeling afraid at times remain barriers to feeling 
that she belongs in different spatial contexts, such as while riding the public bus. 
Second, respondents raise questions of ‘feeling safe’ as being protected from local crimes 
of theft, burglary, or gun violence in the United States. This was a major fear for twenty-seven-
year-old Sara when she first learned that she would be resettled from Aqaba, Jordan to the 
United States: “I was scared because I watched a lot of movies [before I came] in which there are 
conflicts and problems.” As Sara points out, this question of safety is unrelated to her refugee 
status or religious identity as a Muslim but is instead related to high crime levels in the United 
States. Both children and adults discuss recent crimes in Provincial and Eggleston Apartments as 
hindrances to feeling safe and feeling like they belong. Berfin’s husband, twenty-seven-year-old 
Welat, has a disability that limits his ability to walk. He shares his experience of being robbed 
while riding his bicycle home from the nearby gas station one night and explains that he does not 
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feel comfortable (raha) in the United States because of the problems in his apartment complex; 
instead he feels tired and disappointed. For Aliyah’s husband Malik, safety and protection 
(aman) are most central for his sense of belonging and crime is the worst thing about life here, 
because it disrupts the feeling of safety.   
When I ask Syrians about where they feel like they belong the most, most adults and 
children answer that they feel they belong most at home, because they feel relaxed (irtaha), 
natural and at ease (tabi’a) or comfortable (raha) there. Leila’s fourteen-year-old daughter 
Yasemin describes feeling ‘normal’ at home and her nine-year-old brother Jonathan describes 
feeling comfortable (biraha). Berfin, who shares her initial fears about the United States at the 
beginning of this thesis, explains that despite her initial fears in the United States, she feels the 
greatest sense of belonging at home, where she is safe and relaxed, together with her husband, 
Welat, and their three young daughters Sozanne, Adar and Hedar: 
At home is the best. At home I feel b-irtaha (relaxed) a lot. It is my home, I feel like, I 
can do whatever…I feel very comfortable. I am happy when I go to the neighbors’ and 
come, but not b-irtaha (relaxed). The best irtaha (relaxation) is at home, my home, next 
to my children and my husband. At home I am the most b-irtaha (relaxed). 
 
Berfin’s neighbor, twenty-seven-year-old Sara, also feels the strongest sense of belonging at 
night when she is at home with her husband Hussein and her children Ahmed, Lulu and Zaid. 
When I ask her why, she explains: “Because, it’s enough. My family is here. It’s enough, it’s my 
family and our customs.” 
In addition to feeling belonging at home, children and youth highlight their belonging at 
school in terms of secure belonging. Aliyah’s articulate ten-year-old son Noah expresses that 
school is the second place where he experiences secure belonging: 
Interviewer: And where in America do you feel like you belong the most? Like is it when 
you’re at home with your family? Is it when you’re at school? 
Noah: Yeah, no at home. Home. Here. 
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Interviewer: Okay, and then what after that, if you had to make a list. Number one would 
be home. 
Noah: School. 
Interviewer: Number one would be at home, number two would be at school… 
Noah: …cause there, that’s their [the teachers’] responsibility to keep us safe. And we 
had drills, practices, fire drills, lock downs and this stuff, so the teachers – whenever that 
stuff happens – they’re ready for that and they know what to do. So, I feel safe, too. And 
I feel safe at home. These two places only.  
          
For children, school, like home, is a place of security and protection. Aula’s thirteen-year-old son 
Khaled explains that he feels at ease (tabi’a) at school, because he does not have any fears there. 
Khaled’s younger sister, ten-year-old Rima, nine-year-old Lulu, and fourteen-year-old Yasemin 
and her sixteen-year-old sister Hala all discuss feeling happy (mbsoot) at school, because they 
feel both safety and an emotional attachment to their classmates and teachers. This provides an 




What is intima’ (belonging)? We don’t say this in Arabic. [We say] are you mbsoot 
(happy) at school, are you irtaha (relaxed) at school, in Arabic. [My thirteen-year-old son 
Khaled] doesn’t know the word intima’ (belonging). Even when you asked me about it, it 
is something difficult.    
-Aula, 34-year-old mother of Khaled and Rima from 
Dara’aa 
 
The Syrian refugees in this study provide a variety of understandings of what ‘belonging’ 
is and how it is experienced. For Khaled’s mother Aula, who fled to Jordan with her family, 
belonging is closely linked to emotions of happiness and relaxation. As I introduced above, 
emotional belonging is closely linked to secure belonging. However, whereas secure belonging 
emphasizes feelings of safety, protection, comfort and relaxation, emotional belonging captures 
an emotional attachment between one’s identity and a specific place or group of people. When I 
ask children and adults to talk about belonging, they describe their experiences in terms of 
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feeling happy (mbsoot) and joyful (farah) and emotionally attached to their schools and 
resettlement states. This becomes apparent during the interviews when I ask individuals if they 
would like to move to a different apartment or live somewhere else in the future. 
Although most children express a desire to move to a larger apartment, they stipulate that 
they do not want to change schools. This patterned response, particularly from girls, highlights 
the emotional and social attachment to their schools. Leila’s oldest child, sixteen-year-old Hala, 
aspires to study medicine. When I ask her how she feels about Eggleston Apartments, she 
explains: “The good [thing] is I can go to Eggleston High School. Yea, because I don’t want to 
change [the school].” Her younger sister Yasemin explains that she would also like to move to a 
different house, “but I don’t want to change the school.” 
Syrian mothers also highlight the importance of emotional attachments to Eggleston and 
their southeastern state. They express their attachment to ‘home’ as primarily about safety and 
secondarily as the emotional connection with Eggleston or the state. Yasemin and Hala’s mother 
Leila shares that her emotional attachment to Eggleston Apartments and the people her family 
knows there is paramount to their less-than-ideal housing situation:  
Like I said, I started to feel that this house is my home, I don’t want to move or change it. 
Because when we first came, we came here… we got to know a lot of people here, we 
have a lot of friends. When we thought about changing the house [I thought] “Oh, how 
could we change the house?” No, we don’t want to change it. Because, enough. We got 
used to it (ta’awwudna) and acclimated (ta’aqlamna) here…No, staying here is better 
than moving and changing to a different place and returning to the same conversations 
and same things. No, we prefer it here. Al-hamdulillah (Thanks be to God). Now we feel 
relaxed, like this. There is a lot of pressure on us because of the house: the house is small 
and we are a big family. There is pressure on us - there is the children’s bedroom, there 
are five children together in one room…we only have one bathroom in the house, and 
there is a lot of stress because of this...but anyways, we acclimated, we got used to it. It is 
small, but we feel this way about it. It’s nice. 
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In responding to my question about whether she feels like she belongs in this state, Sara 
speculates how she would feel if she traveled or moved to a different U.S. state. In doing so, she 
reveals her sense of emotional attachment to this southeastern state as her place:  
Now, yes. Because I have been here two and a half years. Maybe if I go to [visit] another 
state, I feel that I am from [this state] and not from another state. You understand? I feel 
like here [this state] is a new place, but it is my place. 
 
Aliyah, while reflecting on a previous trip to another city for a few days with her husband Malik 
and their three sons, shares her emotional attachment to her apartment complex and the state 
when she recalls how she felt about returning to Eggleston Apartments:  
We were there for four days, but [I] thought “Okay, we need to go back.” Because when 
we arrived here (laughs): “Oh my home!” I was singing. This is our house…I don’t feel 
that outside of [this state]. Maybe because I came here first. The trees are different, the 
nature is different. Everything is different. It is a nice state. I feel that I belong. We are 
happy in the place we came to. Like this. We went [away for a visit] and we liked it, but 
it wasn’t like here.  
 
Aliyah’s experience of wanting to come back ‘home’ to Eggleston supports the centrality of her 
spatial emotional attachment to the city and the state in the understanding of belonging that she 
shares in the introduction of this thesis:  
I couldn’t move to any other place like here. Even if I returned to my country, I could not 
be mbsoota (happy) like I am happy here. There is a lot of talk here that life is very 




The introductory quote from Leila in this thesis illustrates the centrality of social 
interaction and ‘not feeling different’ to belonging. As Leila shares, she feels she belongs the 
most when she is interacting with others because it is then that she feels like a person in the 
community. This centrality of social belonging is supported by her emotional belonging to 
Eggleston Apartments despite the pressure the family feels living in a small house with only one 
bathroom. Social belonging, supported with emotional belonging, is evident as Leila and others 
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discuss a transition from feeling foreign (gurba), strange or different (muktalif) from others in 
the United States to acclimating (ta’aqlama), getting used to it (ta’awwud) and feeling like a part 
of (juz min’) the community. Family members primarily discuss social belonging at work, in 
school and English as a Second Language (ESL) classes, and at the local mosque. They explain 
that they feel like they are a part of these communities, because they are not different from the 
others there in terms of migration histories, language, language ability, faith and customs. 
All of the Syrian fathers and the few mothers who are currently working highlight the 
importance of not being different at work in terms of their social interactions and their 
positionality as immigrants and non-native English speakers. Leila’s husband, Wael, works as a 
dishwasher in a workplace cafeteria. He explains that in the cafeteria, he shares a sense of 
similarity, camaraderie and friendship with his co-workers, even in the absence of a shared 
language: 
Interviewer: And how are the people with whom you work? 
Wael: The workers are the same as me (Mthlee mthlhm). They are good. They are good, 
but I don’t know them. “Thank you.” [It’s] like that. I don’t speak my heart to 
everyone…But they know that I do my job. They don’t talk to me…I don’t talk to them.  
Interviewer: And the others? Where are they from? 
Wael: There are Hispanics, Americans, there are two or three [people] from Afghanistan, 
one from Eritrea, from Iraq. But most are Hispanic. 
Interviewer: Do you feel like you belong at work?  
Wael: Yeah. We are friends at work. All of us are friends. 
Interviewer: And is there an opportunity for you to speak in Arabic too? Or most of the 
time in English? 
Wael: Arabic or Spanish or English. We say “Merhaba” and “Hola,” like this. And in 
English a little. [It’s] like this. 
 
Although conversations with his colleagues are not intimate or heart-felt, Wael points out that 
work offers some opportunity to practice English and learn Spanish and that everyone navigates 
their linguistic differences collectively. Sara, one of the two mothers currently employed, 
explains her sense of belonging at her part-time retail job in terms of not being different from 
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other workers and not having language as a barrier, because her language ability and immigrant 
background are similar to others: 
[The manager] understands that my language is not very good. There is not a barrier 
(hajiz) between us, because most of my work is not with English [sic], it is with 
Hispanics. Some of them also do not have very strong language, and the manager 
understands this…it’s not just me that isn’t American. There are a lot of workers who are 
not Americans. It’s not just me that is foreign. There are a lot of people who are not from 
here and who have been here for twenty or fifteen years. There is not a barrier to work 
here because I am from a different country. There are people from all over. I feel that I 
am normal. 
 
Sara’s husband, Hussein, who works full-time at a restaurant and drives part-time for a rideshare 
service, shares that he likes driving for the rideshare service, because it offers the opportunity to 
meet a broad range of people and practice his English. For Aliyah’s husband, Malik, this 
diversity can, however, be problematic. In his interview he explains the challenge of 
discrimination that he experiences as a ‘new’ Syrian refugee in interactions with his passenger 
clientele who hold sway over his ratings and future job success: 
There are some people that I don’t like…They have a lot of requests. I pick people up 
from the airport and I am like a chauffeur. They should give me “5 star”. Why don’t you 
give me “5 star”?...If I didn’t do something wrong, okay. But why only 2? I should get 5 
stars. I like the work, but I don’t like this. They should help give me [5 stars]…they don’t 
need to do that. If you are good to me, I will be good to you. I drop them off at your 
home [sic]…we have to help one another. We shouldn’t try to destroy one another 
because my language is weak or because I am black or because I am white. We are all 
people, we are all from God, and we need to be nice to one another. 
 
For children and adults, ESL classes are a central space for social interaction and 
belonging. Leila’s daughter, fourteen-year-old Yasemin, shares that she feels like she belongs at 
her middle school “because there are so many people who are not from America,” but who are 
from different countries. Her older sister Hala, a studious tenth grader, explains her sense of 
belonging in her ESL class similarly: “Yeah, intima’ (belonging). Because the students don’t 
speak English, like me.” Adults who have attended ESL classes at a local church or at the 
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community college also express feeling a sense of belonging there because everyone has the 
same language ability: 
Interviewer: And did you feel like you belonged in your [English] class? 
Sara: Yes, because a lot of people were like me. No one knew [English]. I was with 
people like me. Not with people who speak while I didn’t speak. All of us were the same 
[in terms of language ability]. 
 
However, Sara expresses that more important than language similarity is being with people who 
“think like me” or have a similar personality; it is together with such individuals that she 
ultimately feels like she belongs the most.  
Therefore, for the adults who regularly attend Friday prayers and for children attending 
weekend Qu’ran school, the mosque is a central space in which social belonging unfolds through 
interactions with co-ethnics and individuals with a shared religion. For Sara’s son Ahmed, being 
able to speak Arabic at the mosque heightens his sense of emotional and social belonging there: 
“[Everyone] speaks Arabic just like me and my friends go to the mosque and I feel happy.” 
Hinan’s children also attend the weekend Qur’an school at the same mosque and eight-year-old 
Hamudi shares that in the United States he feels like he belongs most at the mosque. Sara 
explains that while only approximately twenty percent of the mosque community is Arab, she 
feels comfortable (biraha), relaxed (irtaha) and a sense of the community at the mosque due to 
their shared customs: 
I feel biraha (comfortable). I am irtaha (relaxed) because I feel that there are the same 
customs. For example, the women or the men have the same customs. They understand 
one another and are understood. They understand what is masmuh (permissible) for them 
and what is not masmuh (permissible).  
 
As these examples illustrate, Syrians explain emotional and social belonging as closely 
interconnected. Syrians’ emphasis on social belonging reflects the human inclination to form 
bonds and the limited amount of time, resources or shared connections that the formation of 
 30 
these social attachments requires (Baumeister and Leary 1995). However, as psychological 
research highlights, social interactions shape emotions and emotions prime social interactions 
and strong emotions such as loneliness, social anxiety and happiness are all linked to social 
belonging (Baumeister and Leary 1995). Secure belonging, emotional belonging, and social 
belonging all interact to contribute to one’s sense of civic belonging as well.  
Civic Belonging 
 
The feeling of belonging? We use this term in Arabic – intima’. It means that you feel 
like a citizen. We use it to say that you are a citizen of Syria or of America…Like if I’m 
in Syria, I feel belonging in Syria and if I’m from Aleppo, I feel belonging in Aleppo. 
And if I go to a certain school, I feel like I belong in my school. Like this.  
-Hussein, 37-year-old father of Ahmed, Lulu and Zaid from 
Damascus 
 
Whereas Aula, the thirty-four-year-old mother from Dara’aa, Syria expresses belonging in 
terms of emotions, Hussein highlights the national and social levels of membership associated with 
the Arabic term intima’. For Hussein and Malik, who both drive for a ride share service and have 
three children, this national sense of civic belonging is connected with their ability as refugees to 
obtain legal permanent residence and later become citizens. Recognizing their shared rights, 
obligations and benefits as equal to those of American citizens, both Hussein and Malik equate 
their civic belonging with the perceived responsibilities of cisgendered heterosexual male citizens 
to work, pay taxes, and independently ensure the safety and economic well-being of their families: 
I’m here, I am work[ing], I am paying my tax, I am paying my rent. I do everything like 
[an] American person, maybe more than an American person does. I know a lot of 
Americans that [do] not pay like me. [They do] not pay tax, [they] don’t work, [they are] 
staying home, waiting [for] people to help him. I’m not like this. I’m work[ing]. I don’t 
wait [for] anyone to help me. 
-Hussein, 37-year-old father of Ahmed, Lulu and Zaid from 
Damascus 
 
No, I am not a refugee…because when I arrived in this country, I knew that I would settle 
here and work here. I will work like any citizen…If I see something not good outside that 
could be a danger to my life, I call the police. It is my country and I will tell them what is 
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happening. It’s like when I was in my mother country, it was a good country and I helped 
my neighbors; I am also like that here…this is our country. And I tell my children this is 
our country. We live here and this is our country. 
-Malik, 43-year-old father of Noah, Jacob and Abdullah 
from Homs 
 
The Syrian mothers I spoke with do not express civic belonging as related to work or civic duties 
of tax payment or calling the police. This gendered perspective likely reflects cultural gender 
norms in Syria about citizenship as well as “nuanced constructions of gender” that refugee 
resettlement organizations reinforce by drawing on “assumptions about gender roles in the 
refugees’ countries of origin” (Koyama 2015:267, 270).   
Both men and women, however, express obtaining a Green Card or citizenship as a shift 
in their identity as a ‘refugee’ and an intensification of their civic belonging to the United States. 
Following the context of his protracted displacement and not belonging in Jordan, Malik equates 
obtaining a Green Card with receiving a home: “For example, if someone lives on the street and 
they don’t have a house, [receiving one’s Green Card] is like having someone give them a 
house.” For Sara, becoming a U.S. citizen matters most in marking the end of her subjective 
identity as a refugee. While most adults predict becoming a U.S. citizen will intensify their 
emotional attachment to the United States and shift their identity to hyphenated Syrian-
Americans or ‘Americans from Syria,’ they continue to approach national civic belonging as 
‘pragmatic citizenship’ (Bloemraad 2006). Rather than focusing on the rights, benefits and 
obligations of citizenship that would indicate a politics of belonging, Syrians highlight 
citizenship as a privileged status and as a means to travel to Turkey, Jordan or Syria to visit their 
families. Aliyah, the mother of three who describes belonging as motherhood, returns to this 
metaphor while discussing citizenship during the interview:   
Interviewer: And now, when you think about citizenship in America, what do you think? 
What will you feel when you get citizenship?  
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Aliyah: Citizenship? Wow. American citizenship is a dream for everyone. I’m saying it 
honestly. Because when you think about it, especially for Syrians, in general and 
especially for Syrians, we were afraid because we were Syrians…But when you have 
American citizenship here, it is a big thing in our opinion. Any country that you want to 
go to, you can go to. Not just like this. It is a big foundation for me…because I am 
accepted by it, I am part of it. 
Interviewer: And will your feeling of belonging change [when you become a citizen]? 
Aliyah: It will be more. With American citizenship, I can do whatever I want to do. Even 
if I want to go to a country. Like the mother who has a son. You know? 
 
Belonging as a Multidimensional Process 
 
Interviewer: Did you feel like you belong here? Did you have a feeling of belonging in 
America in the first days? 
Wael: No. No, not in the first days. But now I feel like I am like anyone who lives in 
America. I don’t have problems. I live like everyone else. 
Interviewer: And in your opinion at what point did this feeling change? 
Wael: It was during the first month. We got our ID (identity) cards and went to the doctor 
and we thought, okay, it’s over. We’re like the citizens, the Americans. We started our 
routine. We started a routine for our lives. 
-Wael, 40-year-old father of Hala, Yasemin, Jonathan, 
Murad and Ariel from Aleppo 
 
Everything, especially belonging, takes time. You can’t just go somewhere and feel like, 
okay, you belong. 
-Aliyah, 28-year-old mother of Noah, Jacob and Abdullah 
from Homs 
 
As these quotes from Wael and Aliyah illustrate, Syrians consider belonging in a new 
place as a process that unfolds over stages of resettlement. The first shift marks the replacement 
of fear with a feeling of secure belonging. For the Syrians in this study, the shift to secure 
belonging occurs during the initial days, weeks and months following resettlement. The second 
shift marks a transition from feeling different or strange to feeling acclimated, getting used to life 
here and feeling like a part of the community. This change is linked with a shift towards 
emotional and social belonging and takes place two months to one year after arrival.  
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The reported point at which individuals identify experiencing belonging relative to their 
arrival date is visualized in Figure 2. In her interview, Berfin, whose family has struggled 
financially due to her husband’s multiple surgeries and his inconsistent employment,  
acknowledges two distinct points at which she experienced a shift in belonging, first from feeling 
afraid to feeling safe and later to ‘getting used to life’ here: 
At the beginning in America? It was like this: everything was difficult. And then after 
one or two years, ta’awwudna (we got used to it). 
(Later in the interview) 
After two months. Ta’awwudna (we got used to it), because it was normal, it wasn’t a 
problem. The fear got better. At the beginning I was very afraid: maybe something would 
happen, maybe it wouldn’t be like our country. And then – al-hamdulillah (Thanks be to 
God) – nothing happened. It was normal for the feeling to go, little by little.  
 





The number of weeks after arrival at which family members identify a transition in their sense of 
belonging in the United States. Individuals whose names are in red are adults, while individuals 
whose names are in blue are minors. 
 







A few Syrians, such as Leila, situate their transition to belonging after one year or longer in the 
United States. Leila associates this transition with acclimating and feeling an emotional and civic 
attachment to the United States as her ‘second country’: 
In the first part…we did not feel that we belonged here at all. But I felt more like I 
belonged here after about a year. We lived here and I felt that I belonged here…we 
acclimated (ta’aqlamna). It was clear that we had a new life here…Because it was 
finished – we are not going to return to our country. This became our second country. 
Even if you don’t feel like you belong you have to overcome it. Even if you have a hard 
life and difficulties, one has to acclimate to the country in which one lives. You have to 
live here. If you don’t, it will be very difficult to feel that you live here…And so we say 
al-hamdulillah (Thanks be to God).       
 
While I was initially surprised by Syrians’ quick pace of belonging within days, weeks or 
months following resettlement, approaching belonging as a multidimensional process reveals 
that this rapid transition can be explained by a shift to feeling safe and secure. Those who report 
feeling belonging after a longer period of time discuss belonging as emotional attachments and 
social interactions. Some Syrians, such as Aliyah, the twenty-eight-year-old mother of Noah, 
Jacob and Abdullah, also express a transition to civic belonging related to the arrival of their 
family’s Green Cards and the prospect of becoming citizens. 
Family members also acknowledge the situational nature of belonging. Even the children 
who share that they felt comfortable in the United States right away, explain that it took them 
time to feel comfortable at school. Aliyah offers insight into the amount of time it took her to 
feel like she belonged in a variety of settings (See Figure 3). She felt ‘secure belonging’ in her 
home soon after arriving and experienced social belonging at ESL class and at work within a few 
weeks after beginning. It took the most time for her to feel civic belonging in Eggleston and in 
the United States. Her civic belonging intensified when she received her driver’s license and 
when she received her Green Card as a formal recognition of her permanent membership. 
Although Aliyah does not discuss emotional belonging in relation to place in terms of expressing 
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Figure 3 - Aliyah’s Process of Intima’ in Different Contexts  
 
NB=Not Belonging (blue) T=Transition to belonging (pink) B=Belonging (coral) 
 
a transition to belonging, she shares her realization of emotional belonging in Eggleston when she 
travels away and finds herself happy to return as highlighted in the emotional belonging sections 
above. 
Finally, as a multidimensional process, the adoption of belonging varies over time and 
differs for families and individuals depending on personality, age, gender, life course stage, 
position in the family and socioeconomic status. Although the small sample size of this study 
does not offer generalizable findings, Sara shares her own realization of the importance of life 
course stage, age and position in the family during her interview: 
My family feels, honestly, raha (comfort), difficulty [in America]. Honestly for the kids 
it might have been difficult for them at the beginning because everything, the language, 
was new for them, but now there is insajama (harmony), there is not a difference. They 
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feel more comfortable than me and [my husband] Hussein, because for us it is more 
difficult. But because the children are small, they acclimate with the [other] kids, with the 
language…with the school. But for me and Hussein it is a little difficult. Because we also 
have the lives of our children. It is not just my life. The children they go, they study, they 
come…they do not have pressure. But the pressure is on me and their father: to work and 
create a life for them to study later, to care for them, for everything. 
 
In describing belonging as a multidimensional process that varies across the life course, refugees 
highlight the intersections between experiencing belonging as feeling safe and having strength 
and resilience (Masten et al. 1999; Wright and Masten 2005) through emotional, social and civic 
belonging to form meaningful emotional and social attachments and accept the United States as 
their new home.  
The Struggle of ‘Not Belonging’ 
 
I don’t feel comfortable (biraha) here. I actually went to them at the refugee resettlement 
organization and I said to them, “I want to go back. I no want to stay here.” And they said 
to me, “It’s not possible. We can’t do that” – to send me back…I am very tired here in 
America, because of my leg. Disability [support] does not help me [financially] and I 
don’t know what to do. 
-Welat, 27-year-old father of Sozanne, Adar and Hedar from 
Afrin 
 
Welat, Ahmed, and siblings Maram and Hamudi all express continued feelings of ‘not 
belonging’ in the United States. Welat describes his resettlement as a ‘disappointment.’ He has 
had multiple surgeries on his leg since his arrival in the United States that have left him with less 
use of his leg now than before. Due to severe pain, he spends most of his time at home with few 
social interactions other than those with a few neighbor families, and he is unable to work full-
time. Furthermore, his encounters with robbery and violence in Provincial Apartments make him 
uncertain about the safety of his family here. This weak sense of secure, social and civic 
belongings in Eggleston contribute to his request to return to Turkey or Syria and his continued 
feeling of not belonging here. 
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Some children, like Ahmed, Maram and Hamudi, continue to feel their greatest emotional 
belonging in another place. Ahmed, a shy twelve-year-old, shares that he is sad to be growing up 
in the United States and hopes to someday return to Syria. His mother, Sara, explains that 
Ahmed continues to think a lot about Syria and Jordan and his friends there; he questions the 
causes and reasons for their move to the United States. Although this has improved over time 
and he does experience belonging in the United States at the mosque, he still thinks a lot about 
his displacement. With recent violence in Provincial Apartments, Ahmed finds nearly all four 
dimensions of his belonging in the United States wavering. 
Hinan’s youngest children, Maram and Hamudi, each explain that they experience 
greatest emotional, social and civic belonging in Turkey, because of the cultural and religious 
similarities with Syria, their Turkish language abilities, and the fact that their grandparents and 
cousins are still there. Both Maram and Hamudi also incessantly account their feelings of not 
feeling safe in Provincial Apartments and in the United States. They also both adopt the term 
refugee to describe themselves. Unlike Malik and Hussein – who renounce the refugee label for 
themselves on the basis of civic belonging – Hamudi shares that he would pick refugee, Muslim 
and Arab to define himself. When I ask him why he chooses refugee, he shares: “’Cause my 
dad’s broke and he didn’t [sic] have a lot of money. We need money. We need a car. We need 
work. We need a big house.” In her interview, his sister Maram, without pausing, says that she 
would select the term refugee to describe herself due to how people respond when they hear the 
term: 
Maram: Because if I told other people a refugee, they’ll kind of help sometimes. They’ll 
know us more and…yeah. 
Interviewer: How would people react if you said you’re Syrian? 
Maram: They’d say, “Oh. Okay, okay, okay, okay.” (suggesting dismissiveness) 
Interviewer: And what about if you said you’re Muslim? 
Maram: They’re like, they’re so weird they’re like, “What does Muslim mean?”  
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Interviewer: What do you say? 
Maram: I’ll say, “Never mind. Never mind, I’ll tell you later.” ‘Cause I don’t want to…you 
know. Christian people are different than other Muslim people.    
 
The adoption or rejection of the label of ‘refugee’ is not only linked to one’s sense of 
belonging, but also reflects the spatial construction of refugee status and the stereotypes and 
stigma associated with the term. First, ‘refugee’ is a spatially constructed identity that varies 
from country to country as well as differs according to the process of resettlement: for the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) responsible for placing refuges in 
resettlement countries, these individuals stop being a refugee upon resettlement; for resettlement 
countries, such as the United States, however, individuals arrive for resettlement under the legal 
status of refugee (FitzGerald and Arar 2018:391; 397). Refugees who adopt the UNHCR 
construction of the term may see their refugee identity as a past identity once they have been 
resettled. Others, such as Sara, mark the end of their subjective identity as refugees when they 
become U.S. citizens. Second, the term of refugee is often associated with narratives of 
victimization and a past history of persecution and difference, which Syrians such as Hussein, 
Malik and Aliyah are eager to leave behind (Espiritu 2006; Zetter 2007; Gatrell 2013; FitzGerald 
and Arar 2018:391). Maram and Hamudi instead see the benefits of being associated with this 









Through participant observation and interviews, this research offers insights into what 
belonging means to forced migrants. Syrian refugees discuss belonging in a variety of ways and 
at a variety of levels of membership. They discuss belonging primarily in terms of ‘secure 
belonging’ and secondarily in terms of emotional, social and civic belonging. In interviews, 
family members talk about having safety and protection (aman) and feeling happy (mbsoot), 
joyful (farah), relaxed (irtaha), natural and at ease (tabi’a) or comfortable (raha). They identify 
two shifts in their sense of belonging in the United States: 1) From feeling scared (kafa) and 
nervous (tawattur) to feeling safe and secure belonging; and 2) From feeling foreign (gurba), 
strange, or different (muktalif) from others in the United States to acclimating (ta’aqlama), 
getting used to it (ta’awwud), feeling like a part of (juz min’) the community, and not feeling 
different. They also identify an emerging transition to feeling like citizens in the United States. 
In introducing a framework of belonging as a process with four interactional dimensions, 
this paper helps explain why refugees feel a sense of belonging in the United States relatively 
rapidly. Variations in forced migrants’ previous place of residence as well as one’s gender, age, 
life course stage, role in the family, and socioeconomic status impact which dimension of 
belonging they emphasize as most important and the timing of when one identifies a transition to 
belonging. Although U.S. refugee resettlement organizations prioritize economic self-sufficiency 
(Nawyn 2013), Syrians highlight the need for increased social and psychological support for 
their development of secure, emotional and social belonging in the United States. Many Syrians 
share that overcoming fear and trauma has not been easy. Some explain that they continue to 
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have difficulty sleeping at night due to fear for themselves or their family members who remain 
in Syria. With secure belonging as central to and interactional with other dimensions of 
belonging, refugee resettlement policies should prioritize refugee well-being and secure and 
emotional belonging. Furthermore, every adult interviewed acknowledges their limited English 
language ability as a barrier to social belonging, and they all advocate for a longer period of 
financial support that would allow for six months to one year of English-language training prior 
to starting to work. Based on their experiences, increased language ability would foster greater 
social belonging. 
With belonging as a central concept in immigration incorporation literature, scholars 
must provide analytical and theoretical frameworks for studying belonging among different 
immigrant groups. This paper is a first step towards understanding and analyzing what it means 
to belong for displaced persons and forced migrants. With an increase in forced, crisis and 
environmental migration and the securitization of migration that relies on an ‘outsourcing’ of 
migration and an increase in temporary protection and protracted displacement for vulnerable 
populations, it is critical to understand how these migrant groups experience displacement and 
belonging.  
By giving members of six Syrian refugee families resettled in one city in the United 
States the opportunity to share their understandings of belonging in a new place, this study 
cannot be generalized to understand the experiences of all Syrians, refugees or forced migrants.  
I aim instead to contribute to the theoretical development of the concept of belonging and 
reconceptualize belonging as a multidimensional process for which ‘secure belonging’ is central. 
While this research offers some insight into gendered and generational differences in the 
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adoption of these four dimensions of belonging, future research should further examine the ways 
in which the process of belonging varies for women and men, children and adults.  
Future research should also examine how other national, ethnic and linguistic refugee 
groups experience belonging in different U.S. and national contexts and how the process of 
belonging changes and develops overtime. Arriving for resettlement through refugee programs, 
the families included in this study benefit from initial financial, language, employment, health 
and social support through the ‘structure of refuge’ that is unique from that available to most 
other immigrants. Refugees’ sense and speed of adopting belonging in the United States may 
therefore also be distinct from the process of non-refugee immigrants. Therefore, the extent to 
which this analytical framework applies to asylees, internally displaced persons and 
undocumented individuals who have experienced similar displacement or precarious legal 
statuses should also be tested. Finally, although the term belonging is often used in research, 
scholars should interrogate the meaning of this concept and additional research should focus on 
the meaning that this term has, both in English and in the cultural and linguistic traditions of the 
United States’ diverse migrant groups.  
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APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW GUIDE, ENGLISH 
 
For Interviews with Adults: 
 
Arrival and Institutional Support 
When did you arrive in the United States?  
Tell me about your arrival. 
What were your first impressions of the United States? 
  
How did you feel when you first arrived here? Where did you feel like you belonged? 
Do you feel that you belong here? Why? 
  
Tell me about your first months in the United States. 
 
Did a volunteer come and visit you in your home each week? Tell me about this person. 
 
How did you feel when your support from the resettlement organization ended? What did you 
do? What kind of support did you receive? From whom? Where did you feel like you belonged? 
Why? 
  
How did/do you sort through mail and bills that arrive to your home? 
         Does anyone help you with understanding mail and bills? 
                     Tell me about that person. 
                     What do you usually do together? 
  
How did you feel when you no longer received Medicaid? What did you do? What kind of 
support did you receive? From whom? Where did you feel like you belonged? Why? 
  
Have you ever received Food Stamps? Have you ever not been approved for food stamps? What 
happened? How did you feel? What did you do? What kind of support did you receive? From 
whom? Where did you feel like you belonged? Why? 
  
How did you feel when you received your first request for repaying your plane ticket to your 
resettlement organization? What did you do? What kind of support did you receive? From 
whom? Where did you feel like you belong? Why?  
 
Family 
Tell me about yourself and your family. 
  
How does your family feel in the U.S.? 
  
How do you and your spouse feel in the U.S.? 
         How is your relationship in the U.S.? Is it different than it was before? In what way? 
  
Whose role is it to support the family in the U.S.? Is this different than it was before? In what 
way? How does this make you feel? 
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How would you describe your relationships with your children in the U.S.? 
         Is your relationship with your children now different than before? In what way? 
  
Housing, Neighborhood, and Community 
Tell me about your child(ren)’s school(s). 
         How do you feel at the school? 
         How does your child feel? 
  
Tell me about where you live. 
         How do you feel in your home? 
         In your apartment complex? 
Tell me about your relationship with your neighbors.          
How do you interact with your neighbors? 
  
Do you attend any community activities? 
         How do you find out about them? 
         Who attends with you? 
 
Employment and Training 
For those currently/previously employed: 
Tell me about where you work. 
         How do you feel about your colleagues at work? 
         How do you feel about your boss? 
  
Do you feel like you belong at work or not? Why? When did you first feel that you belong there? 
What happened? Are there times when you feel that you do not belong? 
  
Have you ever lost your job or changed jobs? How did you feel when that happened? What did 
you do? What kind of support did you receive? From whom? Where did you feel like you 
belonged? Why? 
  
For those currently/previously attending English or employment classes: 
Do you attend any English classes? Did you attend English classes before? 
         How did you find out about it? 
         How do you get to your class? 
         Does someone come to practice English with you in your home? 
                     Tell me about that person. 
                     What do you usually do together? 
  
Do you feel like you belong in your current class or not? Why? Do you feel like you belonged in 
your previous classes? When did you first feel that you belong there? What happened? Are there 
times when you feel that you do not belong? 
 
Do you attend any employment classes? Did you attend employment classes before? 
         How did you find out about it? 
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         How do you get to your class? 
          
Do you feel like you belong in your current class or not? Why? Do you feel like you belonged in 
your previous classes? When did you first feel that you belong there? What happened? Are there 
times when you feel that you do not belong? 
Incorporation, Identity and Belonging 
Tell me about your friends in the United States. 
         Who do you spend time with each day? Each week? 
         What do you do together? 
          
Who are you closest with here? (open-ended and then prompted) 
         Your family? Your friends? Your neighbors? Resettlement staff or volunteers? 
  
What is an example of the best day you had in the U.S.? 
         What happened? How did you feel? 
  
What is an example of the worst day you had in the U.S.? 
         What happened? How did you feel? 
  
What is the best thing about life in the U.S.? 
  
What is the most difficult thing about life in the U.S.? 
  
How do you introduce yourself to someone you meet for the first time? 
         In Arabic? In English? 
         How do you introduce your family? 
         Which words best describes your identity? (open-ended; then also prompt) 
                     Arab, Syrian, American; 
                     Muslim, Christian; 
                     Woman, Mother, Wife, Sister or Daughter;   
                     Man, Father, Husband, Brother or Son; 
                     Refugee, Immigrant, ‘Muhajir’ 
         If you could only pick one word from these words, which word would you pick? Why? 
 
Where do you feel the strongest sense of belonging? What other people belong or do not belong 
there? 
  
Is there somewhere that you do not feel that you belong? Why? Who does belong there? 
  
Do you feel like you belong in the US? When did you first feel that you belong here? What 
happened? Are there times when you still feel that you do not belong? 
         Do you feel like you belong in (state)? 
         In (city)? In your neighborhood? 




For interviews with Children and Youth: 
 
Arrival and Institutional Support 
Tell me about your first days in the U.S. How did you feel? Did you feel like you belonged here? 
  
Tell me about your school. 
         What grade are you in? 
         How do you feel at the school? 
         Who are your closest friends at school? 
         What do you do during recess? 
         Do you feel like you belong at school or not? Why? 
  
Tell me about your first day of school in the U.S. How did you feel? 
  
Did you attend ESL only classes when you first arrived? How did this class make you feel? 
Did you feel like you belonged in this class? 
  
What happened when you left ESL class? How did you feel? Did you feel like you belonged in 
your new class? Which class did you feel like you belonged more in? 
  
Do you feel like you belong at school? When did you first feel that you belong there? What 
happened? Are there times when you feel that you do not belong? 
  
Do you feel like you belong in your class at school? Do you sometimes feel that you don’t 
belong? What happens that makes you feel that way? 
  
Do you feel like you belong with the other kids at school? 
 
Family 
Tell me about yourself and your family. 
  
Who are you closest with in your family? Is your relationship with that person different than 
before you came to the U.S.? In what way? 
  
Tell me about your relationships with your parents in the U.S. What do you usually do together? 
Is it different than before? In what way?  
Do you think your parents have changed? 
Why? Give me an example.  
Do you think that you have changed? Why? Give me an example. 
  
Tell me about your relationships with your siblings in the U.S. Who do you spend the most time 
with? What do you usually do together? Is your relationship different than before? In what way? 
 
Housing, Neighborhood, and Community 
  
Tell me about where you live. 
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         How do you feel in your home? 
         In your apartment complex? 
         How do you interact with your neighbors? 
  
Tell me about your friends. 
         Who is your closest friend? What do you do together? 
         Do you spend a lot of time with your friends? 
         Do you ever go to your friends’ homes? What do you do there? 
          
Do you attend any activities on the weekend or afterschool? Tell me about this activity. 
         What do you do there? 
         Who are your friends there? 
 
For older minors who may be employed: 
Do you work in the U.S.? 
Tell me about where you work. 
         How do you feel about your colleagues at work? 
         How do you feel about your boss? 
  
Do you feel like you belong at work? Why? When did you first feel that you belong there? What 
happened? Are there times when you feel that you do not belong? 
 
Incorporation, Identity, and Belonging 
What is an example of the best day you had in the U.S.? 
         What happened? How did you feel? 
  
What is an example of the worst day you had in the U.S.? 
         What happened? How did you feel? 
  
What is the best thing about life in the U.S.? 
  
What is the hardest thing about life in the U.S.? 
  
How do you feel in the U.S.? 
  
Pretend that we have never met. Can you introduce yourself to me? 
         In Arabic? In English? 
         Can you introduce your family to me?         
         Which words best describes your identity? (open-ended; then also prompt) 
                     Arab, Syrian, American; 
                     Muslim, Christian; 
                     Woman/Girl, Sister or Daughter;   
                     Man/Boy, Brother or Son; 
                     Refugee, Immigrant, ‘Muhajir’ 
         If you could only pick one word from these words, which word would you pick? Why? 
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Who are you closest with here? (open-ended and then prompted) 
         Your family? Your friends? Your siblings? 
  
Where do you feel the strongest sense of belonging? What other people belong or do not belong 
there? 
  
Is there somewhere that you do not feel that you belong? Why? Who does belong there? 
  
Do you feel like you belong in the U.S.? When did you first feel that you belong here? What 
happened? Are there times when you still feel that you do not belong? 
         Do you feel like you belong in (state)? 
         In (city)? 
         In your neighborhood? 
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